Each spring, farge swatches of Westlands Warer
District are aflame in brilliant whites and pinks as nut
and fruit tree orchards begin their annual cycle of life
and productivity. This pageant of calor is becoming
an ever larger display as mere and more farming
aperations invest in permanent crops like fryitand
nut trees to diversify their crop portfolie.

“The trend ta mare and more permranent Crops is

very encouraging for farming in Westlends,” said
Thomas Birmingham, General Manager of the District.
“Gine of the main reasons for this trend is that our
water supply has become more stable and
dependable in recent years. Planting vineyards

and urchards requites confidence zhat the water
these crops require will be available wel' into

the future”

Singe the early 19905, as Califorria ermerged from

2 major draught, the number of acres planted in
permanent crops - fruit and nut trees and vineyards —
began to slowly increase. The rend bas accelerated
inrecent years, as tha District’s water supply cutlook
has imgroved.

Since 1993, the number of acres planted in trees and
vines has more than doubled in Westlards to some
64,000 acres.

Injust the past three years, the number of acres
devoted fu permanent crops increased by more:
than 15 percent, while held crops declined by
almost & percent. (The total number of acres
planted in field creps still significantly outweighs
the acres in permanent arops - 437,000 aaes
compared to 64,000 acres.)

The demand far yaung almond trees is currently
sostrong, grea nurseries are telling farmers it will
be 2006 or later befure they can deliver trees
ordered today.
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This trend lowards permanent crops is dosely linked
to the District’s water supply. During the ficst half of
the 1999s. regulatery consiraints on the Central Valley
Project kept water allocatians to west side farmers at
very low levels. From 1990 until 1995, souwzh-of-the-
Delta QWP camtraciors saw average allocations of onfy
38.5 percent. The situaticn improved significantly in
the later half of the decade as QWP comracturs south
of the Delta saw average zllocations of better than

80 percent.

“The tannection is unmistakable, When there is
arellable and adequate s upply of water, the farm-
based econamy will thrive,” Birmingham said,

As the water supply picture has improved, 50 has
the economic outicek for west side communities.

“There are distinct advantages ta growing the
higher value permanert crops. hoth for farmers
as well as for the communities that suppert the
agricuttural ecencmy an the Valley's west side,”
said acanomist Wendy illingworth, “On-farm
incames are higher, employment patterns are
mare stable and there is more lang-term work
for warkers and farm-related businesses.”

Mingworth predicted this trand toward more
permanent crappirg patterns in her exhaustive

2003 econamic irpact repart on the District’s

land retiremen: program As the District acquires.
and fallows 1and, additional water supplies become
avaiiable for the other l2nds reraining in production.
These additional supplies contribute ta confidence
in the future of farming in Westiards and that results
n farmers making the ionger-term investment in
perManent crops.

Since liingworth published her economic impact
repart, Westlands has purchased approximately
55000 acres of drinage-impacted land. The District
plans to purchase an additignal 45,000 acres gver
the Next two years.

According ta the 2003 crop repart, the greatest
decling Ir acres devoted to field crops has occurred
in Acala/Upland cotton. In just the past three years,
the azreage devotad 1o Acala/Upland cotton dedined
b mare than 58,000 aares or 32 percent. Other
significant declires occurred in garbanzo beans,
which dropped nearly 7,006 acres ar 86 percant since
2000, Sugar beets saw a2 42 percert drap in azreage,
process tomato proguction dropped by seven percent
and the acreadge in alfalfe seed declined 85 percent.
At the same time, farmers in Wastlands planted an
additional 8.376 acres in almonds for anincrease of

29 percent. Pistachlp trees covered an additional 6,027
acres between 2000 and 2003 for a 117 percent increase.
Table grape production in the District grew by 22 percent
since 2000,

As the statistics suggest, almaonds are teading the march

o parmanent plamtings in the District. Almand trees in
Westlands out produce all ctier regions of California, In fact,
almand trees in Westlands regularly produce 4,200 pounds.
per ade — nearly double the smatewide average,

"Westlands is a dream come true for almond farmers,”
said Ross Borba, 2 pringipal in Borba Farms. “The climate,
the sail and the expertise fammers have in watsr usa and
conservation makes this region remarkably productive
for almonds.”

Bavba said many Westlands farmers were unwilling to make
the investment required to switch te permanent aops wheh
the witer supply outlcak was blezk. And. he said, there are
ather factors in today’s farm economy that afe helping farmers
evercome heir resistance.

Many farmers who grow cotton are concerred there will
be changes in international markets for catton that could
be detrimental ta U.5. producers. And despite cantinving
increases in produstion, prices for almonds remain strong.

*The almond industry has dane a very guad job developing
new markets for almonds, both hera in the United States
and abroad,” Borba said. He noted that California s expected
o praduce a record 1.1 billion pounds of almands in the
coming year.

*The farmers who made it thraugh thase really bad water
years are starting to see a litte brighter future,” said Borba,
“They are survivors and survivors tend to be a pretty optimistic
Group by nature.”
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